Determinants for improvement in different back pain measures and their influence on the duration of sickness absence.
Prospective cohort study. To identify the determinants for improvement in pain, functional limitations, and quality of life in low back pain (LBP) patients, and to evaluate whether return to work (RTW) can be predicted by these factors and associated improvement in health-related aspects. It is unclear to what extent prognostic factors for the course of LBP and consequent functional limitations are similar to prognostic factors for RTW. A total of 103 LBP patients on sickness absence for 3 to 12 weeks filled out three questionnaires: at inclusion, and after 3 and 6 months. Information on the duration of sickness absence was gathered from occupational health services. Different personal characteristics determined pain, functional limitations, and quality of life at baseline. These dimensions all improved over time, significantly during the first 3 months. Working at 3 months had a positive impact on all three dimensions. In the multivariate model, RTW was positively associated with male gender and recurrent LBP, whereas it was negatively associated with the level of functional limitations at baseline. Except for male gender, the primary determinants for improvement in pain, functional limitations, and quality of life were not associated with RTW. Although there is a large coherence in the improvement in the outcome measures, RTW seems primarily determined by the level of experienced functional limitations.